INTRODUCTION {#sec1-1}
============

The internet has developed a new way of interaction among individuals due to its inherent characteristics such as providing an easy and quick connection and accessibility from everywhere in the world. Social networks such as Facebook and Twitter have created modern methods of communication and social interaction for their users in terms of online communication. All of these social network users can easily share information with other users.

The internet has significantly changed the nature of communication in the 21^st^ century. This is especially true for adolescents, members of the so-called "Net generation," who have never known a world without the internet.\[[@ref1]\] The advantages of internet communication are many, such as access to a wider network of people with similar interests or concerns and increased ability to stay in touch with geographically distant friends and family.\[[@ref2]\]

Some individuals who have difficulty in formulating and maintaining friendships, such as individuals who report feelings of high social anxiety, may miss out peer interactions that are important for their positive adjustments. Individuals with social anxiety disorder describe their relationships with family, friends and romantic partners as "impaired."\[[@ref3]--[@ref5]\] Social anxiety is characterized by a strong fear of humiliation and embarrassment during exposure to unfamiliar people or possible scrutiny by others. Socially anxious individuals often withdraw from either informal or formal situations because they are afraid of failing in socially evaluative tasks.\[[@ref6]\] These adolescents also have to learn how to satisfy rising interpersonal needs for affection, belonging, approval and control through communication and interactions.

A motivation to form and/or maintain at least a minimum quantity of positive relationships is fundamental to the general development and health of adolescents.\[[@ref7]\] Communicating online may be considered as such a safety behavior that allows those with social anxiety to communicate with others, while minimizing the potential threat and associated anxiety.\[[@ref8]\] Online communication appears to reduce or regulate social anxiety in the short term,\[[@ref9][@ref10]\] but, in the long term, confidence to communicate with others beyond the online context may be undermined if successful online interactions are attributed to the unique aspects of the internet, such as anonymity, rather than personal attributes.\[[@ref2][@ref11][@ref12]\] For socially anxious individuals, communicating with others on the internet in a text-based manner may allow them to avoid aspects of social situations they fear, while at the same time partially meet their needs for interpersonal contact and relationships.\[[@ref2]\]

Researchers have speculated that the text-based nature of the internet and the lack of visual cues when communicating online allow those with social anxiety to conceal and, therefore, control aspects of their appearance that they perceive as leading to negative evaluation, such as sweating and stammering.\[[@ref8]\] Prior research studies examined other factors that may make online relationship preferable for individuals with social anxiety, such as feelings of satisfaction and fulfillment, or achieving a sense of belonging.\[[@ref13]\]

There are two main hypotheses about the relationship between social anxiety and online communication. The social compensation hypothesis suggests that adolescents with high levels of social anxiety may report more positive friendship quality if they use computers to interact with friends to a greater extent than their peers, who also have high social anxiety but do not use computers to have such interactions with friends.\[[@ref14]\] Researchers have suggested that communicating with limited eye contact or audio visual cues may create a more comfortable social situation for socially anxious adolescents in comparison with traditional face-to-face interactions,\[[@ref12]\] leading to the social compensation hypothesis. The anonymous nature of online interactions is thought to minimize the risks of social rejection and emotional vulnerability.\[[@ref15]--[@ref17]\]

In contrast, according to the rich-get-richer hypothesis, individuals who already are comfortable in social situations may use computers to seek out additional opportunities to socialize.\[[@ref16]\]

Adolescents with high-quality friendships may also use online communication to expand their social network in a relatively easy way because they may have better social skills that can be used to connect to new friends online.\[[@ref18]\]

METHODS {#sec1-2}
=======

The statistical population of this study consisted of all male and female students aged 13-16 years in the year of 2012 in the city of Isfahan, Iran. Participants were 330 students: 166 girls (50.3%) and 164 boys (49.7%). They were recruited from eight middle and high schools by multistage cluster sampling. To be eligible to take part in this study, students had to have access to a computer and the internet at home, and use any application for online communication purposes. Completion of an anonymous questionnaire occurred at a convenient time during school hours. Surveys from students who indicated that they did not communicate online were not retained for analysis.

There were some limitations on conducting the research in state high schools related to the government regulations. Thus, the previously estimated size of the sample (384) was reduced to 330.

The following measures were used in this study: Online communication questionnaire (OCQ) Valkenburg and Peter\[[@ref19]\] and social anxiety scale of adolescents (SASA) Puklek and Vidmar.\[[@ref2]\]

The OCQ was translated to Persian and conducted in this study for the first time in Iran. It consists of the following parts:

Amount of online communication {#sec2-1}
------------------------------

Four items assessing the frequency (question 1) and duration (questions 2-4) of online communication were adapted from Valkenburg and Peter\'s\[[@ref19]\] study. Question 1 asked the participants the number of days they had been online to chat in the past week; questions 2, 3, and 4 asked about the approximate total time spent chatting on the last day they were online, on an average weekday and on an average weekend, respectively. Response categories for question 1 ranged from 0, none, to 4, every day; response categories for questions 2, 3, and 4 ranged from 1, less than 15 min, to 5, more than 4 h.

Topics of online communication {#sec2-2}
------------------------------

A list of topics of online communication was constructed by combining 35 items that had been used in several studies.\[[@ref21][@ref22]\] Some additional items were added by Bonetti.\[[@ref6]\] Participants were asked how often they chatted about each topic presented in [Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}; response categories ranged from 0, never, to 2, often.

###### 

Correlation between online communication and social anxiety aspects

![](IJPVM-4-390-g001)

Partners of online communication {#sec2-3}
--------------------------------

An eight-item list of partners of online communication was devised by Bonetti. Participants were asked how often they chatted with each partner presented in [Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}; response categories ranged from 0, never, to 2, often.

###### 

Multiple regression analysis for predicting online communication through social anxiety aspects

![](IJPVM-4-390-g002)

Purposes of online communication {#sec2-4}
--------------------------------

The 18 purposes for communicating online developed by Peter *et al*.\[[@ref23]\] were retained in a list. The authors included them in five motive scales that, in this study, yielded the following indices of internal consistency: Entertainment, maintaining relationships, social compensation, social inclusion and meeting people. Participants were asked how often they chatted for each purpose; response categories ranged from 0, never, to 2, often.

The second measure used in this study was the SASA, which was constructed by Puklek and Vidmar.\[[@ref20]\] It consists of two subscales: Apprehension and fear of negative evaluation (AFNE), and tension and inhibition in social contact (TISC).

SASA measures adolescents' anxious feelings, worries and behaviors in social evaluative situations. The majority of 28 test items were developed on the basis of answers in qualitative interviews that were carried out with 47 slovene adolescents of different ages in 1994. Adolescents were questioned about their real or imagined feelings and thoughts in various situations of possible social evaluation (e.g., meeting peers at parties, taking part in a classroom discussion, meeting lesser known peers, getting acquainted with the opposite sex and performing in front of an audience).

To measure the correlation in this study, 330 adolescents participated in this study and completed the questionnaire. The final results were analyzed with SPSS software 18 by using Pearson correlation and multiple regression.

RESULTS {#sec1-3}
=======

There was a significant positive relationship between online communication and AFNE. Also, there was a significant negative relationship between online communication and TISC (*P* \< 0.01). Amount of online communication has a significant negative relationship with TISC (*P* \< 0.01). There was also a significant positive relationship between topics of online communication and AFNE and a negative significant relationship between topics of online communication and TISC. There was a significant negative relationship between partners of online communication and TISC. Finally, there was a positive significant relationship between purposes of online communication and AFNE \[[Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}\].

As shown in [Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}, apprehension and AFNE and TISC, with standard beta coefficients of --0.22 and 0.15, predict 6.9% of online communication variance. Also, TISC with standard beta coefficients of --0.13 predict 1.8% of amount of online communication variance. Apprehension and AFNE and TISC, with standard beta coefficients of 0.17 and --0.2, predict 6.2% of topics of online communication variance. TISC with standard beta coefficients of 0.13 predict 1.6% of partners of online communication variance. Finally, apprehension and AFNE and TISC, with standard beta coefficients of 0.25 and --0.12, predict 7.1% of purposes of online communication variance.

DISCUSSION {#sec1-4}
==========

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between social anxiety and online communication in adolescents. The results of the Pearson test about positive relationship of online communication and AFNE and negative relationship of online communication and TISC were consistent with study of Erwin *et al*.\[[@ref2]\] indicating that internet users who have social anxiety in comparison with the clinical sample who do not use the internet have more AFNE, isolation and anxiety. It may be that a large number of adolescents tend to use online communication because of anxiety and fear of face to face social interaction. In fact, they are not able to establish a good relationship in the real world. In other words, adolescents who have a AFNE by others may tend to use internet relationships to overcome this fear. In fact, they find the virtual world a safe place to get rid of their concerns and fears of real interactions.

The next results of the Pearson test revealed a negative relationship between the amount of online communication and TISC. In fact, when adolescents have low TISC, they communicate more through the internet. In other words, if adolescents have high tension and problems in social contact, they will not have any interest in social interaction even through the internet.

Topics of online communication were found to have a significant positive relationship with AFNE and a significant negative relationship with TISC. These findings were consistent with the Bonetti *et al*.\[[@ref6]\] study, which indicated that adolescents with high feelings of social anxiety and loneliness communicated online more frequently about personal things, people around them who have an influence on their everyday lives, intimate topics and about their present and past life, but not the future. The results revealed that when a person has high TISC, they tend to talk about different problems less through internet. They may not be well prepared for social interaction in different topics such as feelings and problems involving family.

The next finding showed that there is a significant negative relationship between partners of online communication and TISC. This result was consistent with the Bonetti *et al*. 2010\[[@ref6]\] study, which indicated that boys who have social anxiety prefer to chat with adults they have met, but girls with social anxiety prefer to chat with girls or boys they have never met.

The last result of correlation showed a significant positive relationship between the purpose of online communication and AFNE. This converges with previous findings.\[[@ref1][@ref2][@ref6][@ref24]\] In fact, because of special anxiety due to changes of hormone levels in puberty, adolescents are not able to have their desired social interaction in the real world. Therefore, they fulfill their rational need to socially compensate in the safe environment of online communication.

The current study also found that the best predictor of online communication is high apprehension and low AFNE and TISCs. This is consistent with the Lee and Stapinski\[[@ref8]\] study, which found social anxiety as a predicting factor in problematic internet use. The next predictor for amount of online communication is TISCs. Also, topics of online communication have two predictors: High apprehension and low AFNE and TISCs. Finally, the best predictor of online communication is high apprehension and low AFNE, and TISCs.

As mentioned above, the main result of this study is that the best predictor of online communication is positive apprehension and AFNE, negative TISCs. It means that when adolescents have high levels of AFNE and low levels of TISCs, they may tend to use online communication. In fact, due to the anxiety and AFNE by others, which is experienced by adolescents, they prefer such relationships that they are not worrying about being observed and assessed by others. Such peace of mind for adolescents is possible only through online communication. This is because they can hide their true identity and chat with unknown people without any anxiety for hours, and find ways to overcome their fears of social situations.

CONCLUSIONS {#sec1-5}
===========

There was a major difference between the results of domestic and foreign research studies that may be due to cultural reasons. Most international studies suggest that online communication has a positive effect on mental health, such as reducing stress and negative feelings\[[@ref24]\] and social anxiety,\[[@ref25]\] but many domestic research studies have found negative relationships between mental health and the internet. It could be as a result of a different cultural context in Iran compared with other countries, especially western ones. Unlike many societies, our culture is not person oriented; therefore, social interaction is encouraged more than in western countries. Therefore, less people may isolate from the real life and tend to communicate through the internet. In fact, there are huge differences between Iranian virtual societies and their non-Iranian counterparts. The differences are related to culture, social and political situations. This lifestyle could have some serious impacts on people\'s relationships, such as weakening the social bonds, having written conversations rather than oral and face to face ones, inability to form emotional relationships in reality and, again, preference in establishing an emotional connection through writing, making subjective relations rather than real ones, easily ruins relationships made in this way and can result in extreme psychological damage.

Every study has some limitations and strengths, such that expression of these will be useful for future researches in the same field. The limitations of the current research are listed below:

This research was conducted on adolescents aged 13-16 years in middle and high school. Thus, the findings cannot be generalized to other age groups.The measure tool of current research was self-report questionnaire that may cause participants not to answer honestly because of getting social approval.Due to cultural and social limitations in educational environments, there was no possibility of a wider research.Relationships reported in this study are correlation-based relationships. Therefore, they are not logical causality relations.

The most important strength of this research was preparation of an OCQ for the first time in Iran that could be used in future researches.

Because of the rapid growth of online communication, especially among adolescents, in Iran and lack of research in this area, results of this study may educate families and school staff and also could lead to optimal use from online communications and reduce the personal, social and psychological problems of adolescents.

Because of a high level of anxiety in adolescents, it is suggested that they learn proper and efficient use of the internet and online communication in schools. Also, parents should be aware of the benefits and problems of online communication. Because adolescents try to compensate the lack of having a good social relationship through online communication, it is also suggested that they should be taught communication skills by school psychologists from secondary school to reduce their levels of social anxiety.
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